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Denying rape culture: A response to Luke Gittos 
Johanna Stiebert 
Abstract 
The concept of rape culture has been firmly established in feminist discourse since the 1970s. 
This paper examines and challenges the arguments of rape culture deniers, with particular 
emphasis on one prominent UK representative, Luke Gittos, author of Why rape culture is a 
dangerous myth: From Steubenville to Ched Evans (2015). This article argues that Gittos¶V 
case affirms rather than denies the toxicity and ubiquity of rape culture. 
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Earlier this year, I was searching online for publications about rape culture. One particular 
WLWOH FDXJKW P\ H\H /XNH *LWWRV¶V ERRN Why rape culture is a dangerous myth: From 
Steubenville to Ched Evans (2015). The book cover blurb describes Gittos as a solicitor with 
µH[WHQVLYH H[SHULHQFH LQGHIHQGLQJ DOOHJDWLRQVRI UDSH DQG VH[XDOYLROHQFH¶ +H LV DOVR WKH
legal editor for Sp!ked, a UK internet magazine with a libertarian ethos, where he writes 
regular features about the (dangerous) legal and social implications of rape culture discourse 
(e.g. Gittos, 2018a, 2018b). Rape culture is commonly defined as a culture where rape and 
other expressions of sexualised violence occur with some frequency, and where societal 
attitudes about gender and sexuality QRUPDOLVHRUWULYLDOLVHWKLVYLROHQFH7KHWLWOHRI*LWWRV¶V
book therefore made me deeply uncomfortable, and before I even read it, I knew I was 
unlikely to agree with his core thesis: namely, that rape culture is not real, or, if it does exist, 
that it is a considerably exaggerated and sensationalised phenomenon designed to propel a 
toxic ideology.  
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Gittos and I are not aligned in our views ± but why only read literature with which we 
agree? In my profession, teaching at a University, I always emphasise to students that texts 
and topics can be interpreted in multiple ways and that we must be open to changing our own 
opinions when confronted with a convincing counter-argument. I expect my students to read 
widely, debate openly, and learn to argue their case after listening to alternative viewpoints. I 
tell them it matters less whether or not I agree with them than that they can articulate and 
MXVWLI\DFRKHUHQWFDVH%HIRUHUHDGLQJ*LWWRV¶VERRN,ORRNHGDWLWVPRVWO\SRVLWLYHUHYLHZV
on Amazon.co.uk, whLFKSUDLVHGLWIRUEULQJLQJDµFRROKHDGDQGWKHOLJKWRIUHDVRQ«>WR@D
KHDWHGWRSLF¶IRUEHLQJµFOHDUDQGZHOODUJXHG¶µFRXUDJHRXVDQGYLWDO¶µFDOPOHYHO-headed 
DQGV\PSDWKHWLF¶DQGIRUFRQIURQWLQJµIDVKLRQDEOHRUWKRGR[LHV¶DQGµWKHW\UDQQ\RISROLWLcal 
FRUUHFWQHVV¶3HUVRQDOO\WKHWRSLFRIUDSHPDNHVPHIHHODQ\WKLQJEXWFDOPDQGOHYHO-headed, 
but I was curious to read a book whose author offered to challenge my own politics and 
values. 
After reading Why rape culture is a dangerous myth, I still disDJUHH ZLWK *LWWRV¶V
FHQWUDOWKHVLV,GRQRWILQGKLVDUJXPHQWDWLRQµFOHDUDQGZHOODUJXHG¶RUFRQVLVWHQWO\µOHYHO-
KHDGHG¶QRWOHDVWEHFDXVHKLVRZQGHILQLWLRQRIUDSHFXOWXUHLVVRSUREOHPDWLF7KHWHUPµUDSH
FXOWXUH¶W\SLFDOO\VHUYHVDVVKRUWKDQGIRUDnetwork of complex ideas, which require careful 
delineation and qualification ± VRPHWKLQJODFNLQJLQ*LWWRV¶VGLVFXVVLRQ:KDWIROORZVKHUH
then, is a response to the book informed by my own examination of rape culture discourse, 
and its relationship to wider feminist debate.  
Rape culture scepticism and denial: Situating Gittos in wider context  
$OWKRXJK,DPIRFXVLQJ LQWKLVDUWLFOHRQ*LWWRV¶VERRN ,VKRXOGQRWHWKDWKLV LVQRWD ORQH
voice in the rape culture debate. There are other prominent figures (claiming to speak from 
both feminist and non-feminist perspectives) who remain sceptical about the social reality of 
UDSH FXOWXUH GLVPLVVLQJ LW DV µK\VWHULD¶ 0F(OUR\ µULGLFXORXV¶ 3DJOLD  DQGD
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troubling source of moral panic (Hoff Sommers, 2014). While these writers insist that sexual 
violence is a horrific crime warranting a serious response, their emphasis on individualism 
and libertarianism leaves them deeply sceptical about the phenomenon of rape culture ± both 
its existence and the function that it serves in contemporary feminist discourse. According to 
:HQG\ 0F(OUR\ µUDSH FXOWXUH LV D ZLOGO\ VXFFHVVIXO ILFWLRQ FUHDWHG E\ 3& IHPLQLVWV¶ WKDW
µHQJHQGHU>V@DFOLPDWHRIIHDU¶S7KLVHFKRHVChristine Hoff Sommers, who warns 
reDGHUV RI µFRQVSLUDF\ IHPLQLVWV¶ ZKRVH UDSH FXOWXUH UKHWRULF EUHHGV RQO\ FKDRV DQG PRE
MXVWLFH µ7KH\ FODLP LQQRFHQW YLFWLPV XQGHUPLQH VRFLDO WUXVW DQG WHDFK XV WR GRXEW WKH
HYLGHQFHRIRXURZQH[SHULHQFH¶ 
6LWXDWHGLQWKLVZLGHUFRQWH[W*LWWRV¶s argument sounds familiar; he too suggests that 
WKHSKHQRPHQRQRI UDSHFXOWXUHGHULYHV IURPµWKHK\VWHULFDOFOLPDWH WKDWKDVDULVHQDURXQG
UDSH¶SZKLFKLVIHGE\µSDQLFNHGQHZVVWRULHV¶S6XFKDFOLPDWHKHDUJXHV
has fostered the belief that sexually aggressive behaviour has become normalised and 
WKHUHIRUHPRUHOLNHO\WRRFFXU7KLVEHOLHIKRZHYHULVµQRQVHQVH¶SDFFRUGLQJWR*LWWRV
µ>HLWKHU@GHPRQVWUDEO\IDOVHRUEDVHGRQH[WUHPHO\TXHVWLRQDEOHHYLGHQFH¶S,QVWHDGKH
claims that rape is neither endemic nor terribly common, and when it does occur, it is treated 
seriously enough (or perhaps a little too seriously) by the judicial system. Rape culture, he 
argues, has nothing to do with rape per se, but is designed to faciliWDWH WKH µIHUYHQW
LQWHUYHQWLRQ E\ WKH VWDWH LQ RXU SULYDWH DQG LQWLPDWH OLYHV¶ S  %HFDXVH RI VXFK
intervention, more incidents that are not actually rape are called rape, with the result that 
intimacy becomes increasingly patrolled, and anxieties about sexual violence are perpetuated, 
thereby sustaining the myth of rape culture that created these anxieties in the first place.  
*LWWRVDOVRFODLPVWKDWUDSHFXOWXUHSURSRQHQWVµUHO\KHDYLO\RQSHUVRQDODFFRXQWVRI
WKRVH LQYROYHG LQ UDSHFDVHV¶ SDQG VRPDNHV WKHGHFLVLRQ µEROGO\¶ WRSUHVHQW
RQO\µWKHIDFWV¶DQGµREMHFWLYHVXEVWDQFH¶UDWKHUWKDQUHFLWLQJµHQGOHVVGHWDLOVDERXWSHRSOH¶V
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H[SHULHQFHV¶SS*LWWRV¶VGHFLVLRQQRWWRWUHDWWKHWHVWLPRQLHVRIUDSHVXUYLYRUVRU
those who work with them, as suitable sources is worth noting here; contrasting these 
WHVWLPRQLHV WR µREMHFWLYH¶ DQG IDFWXDO LQIRUPDWLRQ ZKLch in his case, is often his own 
anecdotes of conversations with friends and fellow-lawyers), he reinforces the pervasively 
articulated misperception that rape survivors cannot be trusted to tell the truth, or are likely to 
make false or exaggerated accusations. This misperception is a common trope in rape culture 
discourse, which serves to undermine and silence VXUYLYRUV¶ testimonies and experiences. 
0RUHRYHU *LWWRV LV VHOHFWLYH LQ KLV FKRLFH RI µIDFWV¶ +H HLWKHU LJQRUHV RU LV GLVPLVVLYH RI
recent major UK police investigations into various widespread sexual abuse cases involving 
FHOHEULWLHV FKLOGUHQ¶V KRPH FDUH ZRUNHUV DQG FOHUJ\ DV ZHOO DV WKH QXPHURXV DQG ORQJ-
ignored cases of on-street grooming and child sexual abuse that have been reported over the 
past decade in a number of English cities, including Derby, Rochdale, Rotherham, and 
Oxford. Instead, the stories that he does choose to include appear to be carefully curated to 
suit his central argument. He insists that his interest lies less in rape or rape victims per se, 
WKDQLQµUDSHFXOWXUH¶ZKLFKKHSODFHVLQLQYHUWHGFRPPDVWRVXJJHVWWKHVSXULRXVQHVVRIWKH
WHUP5DSHFXOWXUHKHFODLPVµEHDUVOLWWOHUHVHPEODQFHWRWKHUHDOLW\RIUDSH¶S\HWKH
KDVOLWWOHWRVD\DERXWWKLVµUHDOLW\¶$nd that is the most serious weakness of this book.  
Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics 
*LWWRV¶VWUHDWPHQWRIUDSHVWDWLVWLFVFRPHVQHDUWKHVWDUWRIKLVERRNDQGLVZRUWKQRWLQJDVLW
demonstrates once again his complicity with rape culture discourses, which construct non-
consensual sexual behaviour as acceptable or normative. Citing the 2013 Crime Survey, 
which states an estimated 85,000 women and 12,000 men are raped every year (Ministry of 
Justice, Home Office, &Office for National Statistics, 2013; cited by Rape Crisis England & 
Wales, 2018), he suggests that this larger figure is grossly inflated (2015, p. 23) and a 
µIL[DWLRQ¶ IRU UDSH FXOWXUH DGYRFDWHV SS  1 Scrutinising the Crime Survey which 
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produced these statistics, he argues that some of the behaviours and scenarios included in the 
survey questions do not necessarily constitute an act of rape (as it is defined under the law), 
DQG WKXV µWKH ILJXUHRISRWHQWLDOO\ LQFOXGHVDVYLFWLPVSHRSOHZKRVKRXOGQ¶WEH¶ S
23). He then gives a number of examples of these non-rape scenarios, including various 
IRUPVRIµSHUIHFWO\RUGLQDU\UHODWLRQVKLSEHKDYLRXU¶ZKHUHWKLQJVPLJKWJHWµDELWIULVN\¶SS
23-<HWWKLVUDLVHVWKHTXHVWLRQZKRJHWVWRGHWHUPLQHZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµIULVN\¶EHKDYLRXU
versus sexual assault? If women and men identify one or more of their own sexual 
experiences as non-consensual, if they feel that they have been assaulted, who is Gittos to 
UHGHILQHWKHVHH[SHULHQFHVDVµSHUIHFWO\RUGLQDU\¶"$QGZKDWGRHVLWVD\DERXWWKHFulture in 
which Gittos lives if non-FRQVHQVXDO VH[XDO HQFRXQWHUV DUH LGHQWLILHG DV µRUGLQDU\¶ RU
acceptable forms of sexual behaviour? Surely such a culture is definitive of a rape culture; 
*LWWRV¶V GHILQLWLRQ RI DFFHSWDEOH VH[XDO UHODWLRQVKLSV WKHUHIRUH Goes nothing to deny the 
YDOLGLW\ RI UDSH FXOWXUH EXW UDWKHU DIILUPV LW +H GLVPLVVHV WKH UHOHYDQFH RI UDSH YLFWLPV¶
experiences and the experiences of those professionals (e.g. health care workers, social 
services staff, and police officers) who often act as first responders to cases of sexual assault.  
What is more, Gittos fails to engage with the common assertion made by people 
working in these support services that rape statistics are more likely to be much higher than 
those collected through official surveys. Granted, reliable rape statistics are difficult to 
obtain, not least because rape is emotionally fraught terrain.2 Yet Rape Crisis England & 
Wales reported that they responded to over 179,000 calls to their helpline during a 12-month 
period spanning 2017-18; they also offered specialist services to over 78,000 individuals and 
provided in excess of 650,000 sessions of specialist support, including advocacy and 
counselling (Rape Crisis England & Wales, 2018). These statistics, when compared to the 
figures cited in the Crime Survey, strongly suggest that rape is under-reported, not over-
reported as Gittos claims. Moreover, the same report that Gittos is referring to admits that a 
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µKLJK SURSRUWLRQ¶ RI VH[XDO RIIHQFHV DUH QRW UHSRUWHG WR WKH SROLFH SROLFe-recorded crime 
VWDWLVWLFV FDQ WKHUHIRUH RQO\ SURYLGH µD SDUWLDO SLFWXUH RI WKH H[WHQW RI VH[XDO RIIHQFHV¶
(Ministry of Justice et al., 2013, p. 22). Rape Crisis England & Wales estimates that only 
15% of those who experience sexual violence report it to the police, while only 5.7% of 
reported rape cases end in a conviction (Rape Crisis England & Wales, 2018). Gittos, of 
FRXUVHURXQGO\GLVPLVVHVVXFKVWDWLVWLFV:KLOHKHLQVLVWVWKDWWKHUHQHHGVWREHµDQREMHFWLYH
DQGLPSDUWLDOMXGJHPHQWRQWKHHYLGHQFH¶RIIHUHGE\UDSHVWDWLVWLFVSKHDSSHDUV
reluctant to engage with evidence that casts doubt on his own assertions.  
Rape culture and the law 
*LWWRV LV QRW D UDSH DSRORJLVW KH LV FDUHIXO WR SRLQW RXW WKDW UDSH FRQVWLWXWHV D µKLGHRXV
FULPLQDORIIHQFH¶S$WWKHVDPHWLPHWKRXJKKHORFDWHVWKHµGDQJHURXVP\WK¶RI
rape culture in tKH VWDWH RIRXU VRFLHW\ QDPHO\ D VRFLHW\RISHRSOH µZKRVHPHPEHUVKDYH
EHFRPHIXQGDPHQWDOO\DQ[LRXVDERXWUHO\LQJRQWKHLURZQMXGJPHQWVDERXWLQWLPDWHOLIH¶S
*LWWRVFRPSODLQVWKDWµWKHODZKDVH[SDQGHGVLJQLILFDQWO\DURXQGUDSH¶WRWKHH[WHQWWKat 
LWVµUHJXODWLRQRIVH[XDOHWLTXHWWH¶LQFUHDVLQJO\LQWHUIHUHVLQSHUVRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSVSFI
p. 19). He laments that laws addressing domestic violence and violence against women and 
JLUOV WDUJHWV µZKDWRQFHZRXOGKDYHEHHQFRQVLGHUHGSHUIHFWO\RUGLQDU\ LQWLPDWHEHKDYLRXU¶
S$JDLQKLVUHSHDWHGXVHRIZRUGVVXFKDVµVH[XDOHWLTXHWWH¶DQGµLQWLPDWH¶VHUYHVWR
frame potentially abusive and non-consensual behaviours as a normative, or even desirable 
part of human relationships.  
Gittos also sees JUHDWSRWHQWLDOIRUKDUPLQ&ODUH¶V/DZDOVRNQRZQDVWKH'RPHVWLF
Violence Closure Scheme 2014), which allows members of the public to apply to the police 
IRU LQIRUPDWLRQ DERXW D SHUVRQ¶V SUHYLRXV FRQYLFWLRQV IRU YLROHQFH  SS -44). He 
likewise ILQGV LW GLVWXUELQJ WKDWERWK VWDONLQJDQG µFRQWUROOLQJRU FRHUFLYHEHKDYLRXU¶ LQ DQ
µLQWLPDWH¶UHODWLRQVKLSDUHQRZFULPLQDOLVHGSS-&ODUH¶V/DZDV*LWWRVH[SODLQV LV
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named after Clare Wood, who was murdered by her ex-partner, George Appleton, in 2009. 
Gittos does acknowledge that Appleton had a prior history of violence against women; the 
aim of the law was therefore to protect persons from violence, intimidation, and harassment 
by giving them greater access to relevant information. Yet despite acknowledging the 
UDWLRQDOHDQGKLVWRU\RI&ODUH¶V/DZ*LWWRVVWLOOVXJJHVWVWKDW 
Anyone who claims that they have never controlled or coerced their partners, even in 
DZD\ZKLFKKDVDµVHULRXV¶HIIHFWRQWKHPLVOLNHO\WREHO\LQJ,WZRXOGEHKDUGWR 
FRRUGLQDWHPHDO WLPHVRUEDODQFH IDPLO\EXGJHWV LI \RXGLGQ¶WKDYHVRPHGHJUHHRI
FRQWURO RYHU \RXU SDUWQHU¶V EHKDYLRXU « $Q\RQH ZKR KDV EHHQ LQ ORYH LV OLNHO\ WR
have gone at least some way to behaving in a manner which could be defined as 
VWDONLQJ « %XW the law as drafted is drawn so widely that many perfectly normal 
aspects of intimate behaviour could be caught (pp. 45-46).  
Here, Gittos seems once more to be downplaying the potential for violence within intimate 
relationships, not to mention normalising coercive and controlling behaviour as a natural part 
RI IDPLO\ OLIH RUEHLQJ µLQ ORYH¶<HW LQ(QJODQGDQG:DOHV WKHUH DUH DURXQG WZRPLOOLRQ
reports of domestic abuse each year, while on average, two women are killed every week by 
a current or former partner (Office of National Statistics, 2016). And, while Gittos admits that 
GRPHVWLFYLROHQFHLVDµVHULRXVSUREOHP¶KHFRQWLQXHVWRFRPSODLQDERXWWKHµVLJQLILFDQWVWDWH
LQYROYHPHQW LQ WKH PRVW LQWLPDWH DUHDV RI RXU OLYHV¶  S  $JDLQ WKH ODQJuage of 
intimacy and violence are intertwined in his discussion, as though the latter were simply part 
and parcel of the former. While he acknowledges that rape is a heinous crime, he nonetheless 
chips away at what constitutes rape, suggesting that even unwanted and non-consensual sex 
might not actually qualify. Such an assertion lies at the heart of rape culture. 
Rape culture and the judicial system 
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In the third chapter of his book, Gittos pursues further the topic of rape and the law, noting 
WKDWµPDQ\PRUHVLWXDWLRQVFDQEHFODVVHGDVUDSHWRGD\WKDQFRXOGEHWKLUW\\HDUVDJR¶
p. 63). He argues that any increase in conviction rates for crimes of sexual violence are not a 
cause for celebration, but rather laments the propensity of feminists to equate convictions 
ZLWKµYLFWRULHV¶DQGDFTXLWWDOVZLWKµGHIHDWV¶7KLVKHVXJJHVWVFRQVWLWXWHVDQDEDQGRQPHQW
RIWKHµREMHFWLYHDQGLPSDUWLDODGPLQLVWUDWLRQRIMXVWLFH¶SS-63). For Gittos, the odds are 
stacked in favour of rape complainants and against rape defendants. He also suggests that 
µWKRVHZKRFODLPWKDWZHOLYHLQD³UDSHFXOWXUH´DUJXHWKDWWKHMXVWLFHV\VWHPLJQRUHVUDSH¶
(p. 63; cf. p. 86). This is an overstatement at best; few would argue that the justice system 
µLJQRUHV¶ UDSH HQWLUHO\ EXW it has to be acknowledged that rape is still underreported, that 
there are high attrition rates as rape cases are investigated, and that when rape cases go to 
court, a very low number result in a conviction.3 This low conviction rate is in large part due 
to the nature of the crime. Most often in rape cases there are no independent witnesses or 
(unlike other types of assault) CCTV data, which can make it difficult for juries to navigate 
two different statements concerning a sexual encounter. Yet studies also suggest that juries 
are influenced in their decision-making by commonly-held misperceptions about rape, 
LQFOXGLQJWKHEHOLHIWKDWUDSHYLFWLPVDUHµDVNLQJIRULW¶WKDWZRPHQIUHTXHQWO\PDNHXSIDOVH
rape allegations, and that if the complainant did not fight back, the encounter must have been 
consensual. Jurors who hold these stereotypical attitudes towards rape are more likely to 
MXGJH GHIHQGDQWV DV µQRW JXLOW\¶ 'LQRV Burrowes, Hammond, & Cunliffe, 2015; Pierson, 
2006; Ellison & Munro, 2009; Temkin & KrahHғ, 2008). Gittos, however, fails to engage with 
this issue.  
$QRWKHU WRSLF WR FRPH XQGHU *LWWRV¶V VFUXWLQ\ LV WKH WKRUQ\ LVVXH RI FRQVHQW +H
DSSHDUVVTXHDPLVKDERXWWKHLGHDRIµFRQVHQWFODVVHV¶IRU\RXQJSHRSOHFRQVLGHULQJWKHPto 
be a sinister incuUVLRQRQSULYDF\DQGLQWLPDF\&RQVHQWKHDUJXHVLVµDQRUJDQLFDQGGHHSO\
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KXPDQSURFHVV WKHREWDLQLQJRIDJUHHPHQW IURPDQRWKHUKXPDQEHLQJ¶QRWVRPHWKLQJ WKDW
needs to be taught (2015, p. 57). He then goes on to discuss the complexity of ascertaining 
µUHDVRQDEOH¶VH[XDOFRQVHQWDUJXLQJDJDLQ WKDW ODZVVXFKDV WKH6H[XDO2IIHQFHV$FW
ZKLFKDWWHPSWVWRGHILQHFRQVHQWDUHLQWUXVLYHFRQVWLWXWLQJµDWKRURXJKOHJLVODWLYHDVVDXOW¶
E\WKHVWDWHRQSHRSOH¶VSULYDWHDQGIDPLO\OLYHVS 
Gittos uses a number of case studies to make his point, including that of Benjamin 
Bree, who was convicted in 2006 of raping a heavily intoxicated woman. His conviction was 
overturned the following year by the UK Court of Appeal, after three judges determined that 
the woman was still capable of consent (as Bree had claimed) despite her intoxication. Gittos 
FKDUDFWHULVHVWKLVFDVHDVDµGUXQNHQUHJUHWWDEOHLQFLGHQWEHWZHHQWZR\RXQJSHRSOH«WKH
sort of encounter which must happen regularly at campuses up and down tKHFRXQWU\¶2015, 
p. 72). The regularity of sexual assault on campus is certainly not in doubt, and few of these 
µHQFRXQWHUV¶ W\SLFDOO\ HQG XS LQ FRXUW %XW WKLV LV VXUHO\ QRW D UHDVRQ WR GLVPLVV VXFK
EHKDYLRXUDVPHUHO\µUHJUHWWDEOH¶*LWWRVDOVRYRLFHVhis disquiet about those cases (such as 
the one involving %UHHZKHUHWKHGHIHQGDQW¶VUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRHQVXUHWKH\REWDLQFRQVHQWLV
taken into consideration by the court. The fact that the case even came to court, he argues, 
µVKRZV WKH LPSDFW RI WKH H[SDQVLRQ RI WKH UHPLW RI UDSH¶ S  <HW VXUHO\ FRQVHQW PXVW
remain central to our understanding of what does and does not constitute sexual assault. It is, 
DGPLWWHGO\ D KXJHO\ FRPSOH[ WRSLF EXW %UHH¶V FDVH DQG WKH &RXUW RI $SSHDO GHFLVLRQ WR
overturn his conviction, emphasise the need to ask urgent questions about how consent is 
EHLQJ GHILQHG ERWK E\ LQGLYLGXDOV DQG WKH ODZ *LWWRV¶V VHHPLQJ GLVFRPIRUW ZLWK MXGLFLDO
considerations of consent only affirms rape culture discourse, which undermines the 
importance of consent, or regards non-FRQVHQVXDO VH[ DV OLWWOH PRUH WKDQ D µUHJUHWWDEOH¶
HQFRXQWHU7KLVLVDIILUPHGE\KLVFODLPWKDWFDVHVOLNH%UHH¶VFRPHWRFRXUWRQO\µEHFDXVHRI
WKH SDQLF DURXQG UDSH DQG UDSH FXOWXUH¶ ZKLFK FULPLQDOLVHV µ\RXWKIXO H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ¶ S
10 
 
75). Again, Gittos conflates non-FRQVHQVXDOVH[RUDW OHDVWVH[ZKHUHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶FRQVHQW
remains uncertain) with natural and acceptable sexual behaviour, thereby dismissing the 
centrality of consent within healthy relationships, and treating concerns about campus rape as 
little more than the panicked reactions of hysterical feminists to a mythical rape culture. He 
also fails to consider the many cases of unequivocal sexual violence reported with depressing 
regularity, which cannot and ought not be smoothed over with recourse to sexual 
µH[SHULPHQWDWLRQ¶EHLW\RXWKIXORURWKHUZLVH 
Rape culture and moral panic 
,QWKHIRXUWKFKDSWHURIKLVERRN*LWWRVGLVFXVVHVZKDWKHODEHOVRQFHPRUHDVµWKHDEVXUG
PRUDOSDQLFDURXQGUDSHDQGUDSHFXOWXUH¶S$JDLQKHVXJJHVWV WKDW WKRVHZKR
VXEVFULEHWRUDSHFXOWXUHDUHµK\VWHULFDOXQWKLQNLQJ¶µGHHSO\FHQVRULRXV¶SDQGSURQH
WR µYLROHQW DQG XQWKLQNLQJ UHVSRQVHV WR LQGLYLGXDO FDVHV¶ S  :KDW LV PRUH WKH\ DUH
µQDYHO-JD]LQJ¶QDUFLVVLVWVZKRKDYHKDGDµFRPSOHWHORVVRIPRUDOSHUVSHFWLYH¶SDQG
DUH WKHUHIRUH LQWROHUDQW RI µDQ\ DWWLWXGH WKDW LV Veen to offend or even challenge the 
FRQWHPSRUDU\ FRQVHQVXV DURXQG UDSH¶ S  4XLWH ZKDW WKLV µFRQVHQVXV¶ HQWDLOV UHPDLQV
unclear.  
Until now, Gittos has not attended to racialised dimensions in rape discourse, only 
mentioning it in passing with reference to a 2010 Ministry of Justice report that claims there 
LV µQR HYLGHQFH IRU UDFLDO ELDV DJDLQVW EODFN >UDSH@ GHIHQGDQWV HYHQ LQ DOO-ZKLWH MXULHV¶
(Gittos, 2015, p. 35). Counter-evidence, of which plenty exists (e.g. Mitchell, Haw, Pfeifer, & 
Meissner, 2005), is not referred to, let alone discussed. Gittos then suggests that racist 
GLVFRXUVHXQGHUSLQVµWKHORJLFRIWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\UDSHFXOWXUHDUJXPHQW¶2015, p. 80); he 
GUDZVFRQQHFWLRQVEHWZHHQµWKHUDFLVWIHDU-mongers of the past and the feminist fear-mongers 
RIWRGD\¶S1RZFHUWDLQO\DVDQXPEHURIIHPLQLVWZULWHUVKDYHQRWHGVRPHFRQVHQW
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discourses have and continue to be informed by racialised assumptions surrounding sexual 
violence. As Rhiannon Graybill argues: 
In the contemporary USA, as well as Canada and Europe, the victim of sexual assault 
is imagined as a white woman; rape is figured as a threat not just to women, but to 
ZKLWHQHVV«)XUWKHUPRUH WKHLPDJLQHGZKLWHQHVVRIWKHLGHDOUDSHYLFWLPLVERXQG
up with the implied blackness or brownness of the imagined rapist. Protecting (white) 
women from rape means protecting them from (black) men (Graybill, 2018).  
 Without doubt, feminist discussions of rape and rape culture ought to be located in an 
intersectional framework, which considers the ways that race, sexuality, and other vectors of 
identity (including class and ability) shape consent and rape culture discourse. At the same 
WLPHKRZHYHU*LWWRV¶VFODLPWKDWDOOUDSHFXOWXUHQDUUDWLYHVDUHEDVHGRQDµUDFLVWG\QDPLF¶
is unfounded, and fails to consider the work of feminist scholars whose interrogation of rape 
culture is firmly rooted in an intersectional approach (e.g. Crenshaw 1994; McClintock, 
1995; McGuire, 2011; Vidal and Hawthorne, 2017).  
*LWWRV¶V DQDO\VLV RI UDSH FXOWXUH µK\VWHULD¶ LV IXUWKHU JURXQGHG LQ KLV FODLP WKDW WKH
concept of rape culture is simply a mirage ± an imagined phenomenon with no basis in 
reality. He admits that feminists in the 1970s and 1980s did have cause to complain about the 
trHDWPHQW RI UDSH YLFWLPV DV µWKHUH ZHUH UHDO IRUFHV WR EDWWOH DJDLQVW ZKLFK SUHYHQWHG WKH
HIIHFWLYH SURVHFXWLRQ RI UDSH¶  S  &DPSDLJQHUV ZHUH WKHUHIRUH DEOH µWR LGHQWLI\
REMHFWLYH SROLWLFDO UHDOLWLHV¶ S  DQG DFW XSRQ WKHP 7RGD\¶V IHPLQLVWV, however, are 
FRQIURQWHG E\ µWKH DEVHQFH RI WKRVH UHDOLWLHV¶ DQG LQ RUGHU WR MXVWLI\ WKH H[LVWHQFH RI UDSH
FXOWXUH WKH\µKDYHWRFUHDWHWKHLURZQUHDOLWLHV¶ S%\PDNLQJWKLVFODLP*LWWRVVKXWV
down any debate about rape as a serious contemporary issue that demands social, political, 
and legal attention. Statistics and testimonies published by Rape Crisis England & Wales, 
which confirm the ubiquity of rape and sexual assault in the United Kingdom, are dismissed 
12 
 
E\*LWWRVDVµDGHHSO\SHUVRQDOVXEMHFWLYHFRQFHSWLRQRIZKDWFRQVWLWXWHV³FXOWXUH´¶S
Once again, Gittos reiterates those discourses that serve to sustain the reality of rape culture, 
ZKHUHUDSHYLFWLPV¶WHVWLPRQLHVDUHGLVPLVVHGDVLUUHOHYDQWRUIDOVHDQGWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVRI
sexual violence are erased.  
Rape culture and media hysteria 
In the final chapter of his book, Gittos takes on social and other online media for spreading 
UDSH FXOWXUH K\VWHULD E\ GLVVHPLQDWLQJ LQIRUPDWLRQ DERXW UDSH DOOHJDWLRQV 6XFK µRQOLQH
WULEXQDOV¶ p. 107), he points out, provide neither justice nor the truth. At best they are 
µDYHU\ZHDNIRUPRIWKHUDS\¶SRUµKDVKWDJMXVWLFH¶S 
,W LV QRW GLIILFXOW WR WKLQN RI YDOLG H[DPSOHV WKDW ZRXOG VXEVWDQWLDWH *LWWRV¶V FODLP
here. Social and other online media come with the potential to spread images and stories 
rapidly and widely, regardless of their veracity. And certainly, what gets widely disseminated 
LVQRWDOZD\VEDODQFHGRUIDFWXDO)RU*LWWRVKRZHYHUVXFKWHQGHQFLHVKDYHOHGWRµEOLQGOy 
DFNQRZOHGJLQJ WKHVWDWXVRI >UDSH@FRPSODLQDQWVDVYLFWLPV¶ HYHQEHIRUH WKHGHIHQGDQWKDV
EHHQ SURSHUO\ WULHG DQG IRXQG JXLOW\ LQ D FRXUW RI ODZ  S  +H DUJXHV WKDW µIRU
many of those who believe that we live in a rape culture, allegations are automatically 
DVVXPHG WR EH WUXH¶ S  0RUHRYHU µ:KHQ \RX EHOLHYH LQ D UDSH FXOWXUH \RX GRQ¶W
believe in innocence, you merely believe in those rapists who have been caught and those 
ZKRKDYH³JRWWHQDZD\ZLWKLW´EHFDXVHRIWKHHQGHPLFLQIOXHQFHRI WR[LFFXOWXUDOPLVRJ\Q\¶
S  *LWWRV¶V FODLP KHUH LV XQIRXQGHG LQIODPPDWRU\ DQG VZHHSLQJ ± rather like the 
online media wildfires to which he objects. 
The principle of innocent until proven guilty is, nevertheless, an important one. As I 
mentioned earlier, in rape cases, proof can be difficult to obtain, because it can come down to 
two disparate accounts of one incident that is rarely witnessed by a third (impartial) party. 
But it is unclear why Gittos appears more reluctant to trust the allegation of a rape claimant 
13 
 
than the protestation of innocence of an alleged perpetrator. Moreover, his claim that those 
ZKRµEHOLHYH LQ¶ UDSHFXOWXUHZLOOQHYHUEHOLHYH LQDGHIHQGDQW¶VSRWHQWLDO LQQRFHQFH LV WRR
much of a straw man argument to be taken seriously. People who insist on the reality of rape 
culture simply want assurance that the criminal justice system does handle each rape 
complaint fairly, so that rapists are convicted for their crimes and rape victims do get the 
justice they deserve. Current statistics (e.g. from the United Kingdom, United States, and 
Aotearoa New Zealand) which indicate very low levels of rape convictions do nothing to 
reassure us that this is currently the case (see n.3 below). There is therefore genuine concern 
that judicial systems and legal processes do not take sexual violence seriously, but instead, 
like Gittos, rely on rape myths to reframe rape as an accepted form of sexual behaviour, and 
to cast doubt on the testimonies of those who have experienced rape.  
Concluding Comments 
It is easier to dismiss rape culture if you have white skin, a voice people will listen to, and 
financial security, plus the sense of privilege and entitlement that often come with these. It is 
no accident that on-street groomers and sex-traffickers target people who are vulnerable on 
account of their gender, age, class, (dis)ability, and race, and who are deprived of a voice, 
social status, or economic autonomy and power. Their stories and their vulnerability are not 
LQ*LWWRV¶VILHOGRIYLVLRQ:KLOHKe acknowledges that rape is a terrible crime, and doubtless 
has empathy for rape victims, he gives neither a platform to their voices nor credence to their 
stories. Indeed, his efforts to dismiss the reality of rape culture only serve to undermine the 
testimony of those who speak out about their rape. Drawing on a number of myths and 
misperceptions about sexual violence (which lie at the heart of rape culture discourse), he 
dismisses statistics and personal testimonies which affirm the ubiquity of rape, while 
reframing certain acts of non-FRQVHQVXDO VH[ DV KDUPOHVV DQG µIULVN\¶ IRUPV RI VH[XDO
experimentation, which ought not to be regulated by law.  
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*LWWRVDVVHUWVWKDWKLVERRNµLVQRWDERXWUDSH«7KLVERRNLVDERXWWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\
SDQLF DURXQG ³UDSH FXOWXUH´ WKDW « RIWHQ EHDUV OLWWOH UHVHPEODQFH WR WKH UHDOLW\ RI UDSH¶
(2015, pp. 15-16). But is it even possible to talk about rape culture without also talking about 
WKH µUHDOLW\ RI UDSH¶" 5DSH GRHV QRW RFFXU LQ D YDFXXP ± it takes place within cultural 
contexts that allow it to happen in the first place, contexts that invalidate the centrality of 
FRQVHQW ZLWKLQ KHDOWK\ VH[XDO UHODWLRQVKLSV RU FDVW GRXEW RQ YLFWLPV¶ WHVWLPRQLHV RU WUHDW
non-consensual sex as normative. The ways that rape is understood, characterised, depicted, 
responded to, and addressed in law and the public domain all help to shape the cultural 
context in which rape occurs; in turn, cultural contexts give meaning to the phenomenon of 
rape, influencing how it is perceived, portrayed, and received. If people are deeply concerned 
DERXW FXOWXUHV WKDW IRVWHU WKH µKLGHRXV FULPLQDO RIIHQFH¶ RI UDSH S  ± cultures that 
downplay the importance of sexual consent and undermine the reality and severity of rape ± 
that is surely understandable. It is not, as Gittos claims, the result of feminist hysteria or 
unfounded moral panic. Rape law reform is not a symptom of unnecessary state interference 
LQSHRSOH¶VSHUVRQDOOLYHVEXWUDWKHUDQDWWHPSWE\WKHVWDWHDQGMXGLFLDU\WRHQVXUHWKHFULPH
of rape is treated with the seriousness it deserves.  
Of course, any discussion of rape culture must acknowledge that its meaning will vary 
depending on the cultural location in which it occurs. Rape flourishes in vastly different 
contexts, and carries multiple meanings that are rooted within these contexts. How we 
understand the rape culture of a war zone (where rape is used as a strategy of targeted 
terrorisation and intimidation) will be different from our conceptualisation of rape culture in 
non-conflict localities. Similarly, societies that are rooted in a legacy of colonialism (such as 
Aotearoa New Zealand) will give rise to a rape culture that is inherently shaped by that 
legacy, with the result that indigenous women become statistically more likely to be victims 
of sexual violence.4 Feminist understandings of rape culture therefore recognise that 
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discourses of rape are always contextualised, and that rape is always given meaning through 
the locality in which it occurs. Writers such as Gittos ± and others, including McElroy, Hoff 
Sommers, and Camille Paglia ± DWWHPSW WR UHIXWH WKLV FODLP \HW LQ D VHQVH *LWWRV¶V
arguments only affirm what he seeks to deny. Rape cultures are cultures where rape victims 
are denied a voice, where their testimonies are dismissed as inconsequential, and where non-
consensual sex is normalised. This is the culture which Gittos speaks out of, and this is the 
culture that he evokes in his debate. He may deny the existence of rape culture, but his book 
betrays the fact that he is there, right in its midst.  
 
JOHANNA STIEBERT is a German-New Zealander and professor of Hebrew Bible at the 
University of Leeds. She studied Hebrew language and biblical studies at the Universities of 
Otago, Cambridge, and Glasgow and, since obtaining her PhD (1998), has taught at St. 
Martin's University College (Lancaster, UK), the University of Botswana, and the University 
of Tennessee, before taking up her current post at Leeds in 2009. She has taught as visiting 
lecturer at the University of Swansea (2008) and University of Otago (2015), as well as at the 
Kerala United Theological Seminary as a volunteer (2005). Her research interests range 
from Hebrew terminology of emotions and ideological criticism of prophetic texts to social-
scientific criticism and family relationships in the Hebrew Bible. She is co-lead of the Shiloh 
Project, which focuses on the intersections of religion, the Bible, and rape cultures. 
Notes  
1 Gittos pays little attention to male rape throughout the book.  
2 Statistics for child abuse (sexual and otherwise) and for domestic violence are also difficult to obtain. I discuss 
elsewhere the disparate statistics pertaining to incest, focusing most closely on father-daughter incest. In the 
FRXUVHRIWKLV,H[DPLQHWKHGLVWXUELQJSRWHQWLDORI+DFNLQJ¶VDUJXPHQWWKDWLQFLGHQFHRIFKLOGVH[XDO
abuse and incest are grossly exaggerated. There is affinity in terms of incest denial and rape culture denial 
(Stiebert, 2016, pp.35±43).  
3 Conviction rates for rape tend to be far lower than other crimes. For an in-depth discussion of the causes of 
FKURQLFDOO\ ORZ FRQYLFWLRQ UDWHV LQ $RWHDURD 1HZ =HDODQG VHH 0LQLVWU\ RI :RPHQ¶V $IIDLUV  DQG
Triggs, Mossman, Jordan, & Kingi (2009).  
0ƗRULJLUOVDQGZRPHQDUHQHDUO\WZLFHDVOLNHO\WRH[SHULHQFHVH[XDOYLROHQFHDVWKHJHQHUDOSRSXODWLRQLQ
Aotearoa New Zealand (Mayhew & Reilly, 2009). Pasifika and migrant women are also at a statistically 
greater risk of being victims of sexual violence (NZ Ministry of Justice, 2009).  
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